Barbiturate coma may promote reversible bone marrow suppression in patients with severe isolated traumatic brain injury.
Barbiturate coma is employed in brain-injured patients whenever increases in intracranial pressure remain unresponsive to less aggressive therapeutic regimens. Barbiturate-mediated neuroprotection, however, is weakened by an increased infection rate related to barbiturate-induced immunosuppression. Co-administration of barbiturates with antibiotics known to induce bone marrow suppression could, in turn, potentiate barbiturate-mediated immunosuppression. Adverse drug reactions and interactions of thiopental with antibiotics in terms of leukopenia, infection rate, and bone marrow suppression were investigated. White blood cells were measured daily, tracheobronchial secretion and urine were examined for bacterial growth twice a week or if an infection was suspected. A total of 52 patients with severe isolated head injury were consecutively investigated. Due to increased intracranial pressure (ICP), which did not respond to analgosedation, barbiturate coma was performed in 23 cases. The other 29 patients remained analgosedated. Leukocytes and neutrophils were reversibly and significantly decreased in all patients, mostly sustained under thiopental. The pulmonary infection rate due to gram-negative organisms was nearly doubled during barbiturate coma. Reversible agranulocytosis and bone marrow suppression attributed to antibiotics developed in six patients after thiopental administration. Mortality rate, however, was not increased by these adverse effects. Barbiturate coma may cause reversible leukopenia and an increased infection rate. Long-term administration of thiopental may also promote reversible antibiotic-induced bone marrow suppression. The mechanisms and site of interaction between thiopental and antibiotics cannot be assessed by the present study and remain to be clarified. However, during and after barbiturate coma, close monitoring of leukocytes and infections and careful selection of antibiotics is required.